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The current study examines sexual and violent reoffence rates for a sample of
2474 sexual offenders over an average of 15 years following release from prison.
Reoffence rates are reported as a function of the offenders’ victim type and level
of risk as assessed by the Automated Sexual Recidivism Scale, a computer scored
measure of relevant historical risk factors. Observed sexual recidivism rates for
offenders with child victims, adult victims, and mixed victims were quite similar.
Results indicate that offenders with exclusively female child victims not only
showed a lower rate of sexual reoffending, but that the reoffence rates were
relatively low across all levels of actuarial risk. In contrast, those with male child
victims and adult victims showed a pronounced escalation of reoffence rates as
actuarial risk increased. Results also indicated that adult victim offenders are less
consistent in the victim type of their reoffences, with 37% sexually reoffending
against child victims. Finally, combined rates of sexual and violent reoffending
were particularly high for those with adult victim sexual offence histories. Risk
assessment and public policy implications are discussed.
Keywords: sexual offenders; risk assessment; static variables; sexual recidivism
Introduction
The research literature regarding risk assessment of sexual offenders has undergone
substantial development in the past 20 years, corresponding with a new generation of
sexual offender laws in North America, the United Kingdom, and Australasia.
Important questions associated with these laws concern the rate at which sexual
offenders reoffend, and whether individual offenders belong to subgroups known to
have higher or lower rates of reoffending. Yet wide variations in the recidivism rate
for sexual offenders have been reported. Furby, Weinrott and Blackshaw (1989)
reviewed studies reporting sexual recidivism rates ranging from 0% to over 50%.
Understanding the factors contributing to these disparate reoffence rates is
important for the appropriate application of actuarial risk assessment findings,
both in individual cases and in the development of criminal justice policies for sexual
offenders.
Several factors have been noted to affect the observed rate of sexual recidivism
across different studies. One of these is the length of the follow-up period. Many
studies have reported data from relatively short time frames of five years or less, but
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reoffence rates continue to increase over longer periods of opportunity (Doren,
1998). Furthermore, different types of offenders may show different patterns of
reoffending over their time at risk. Bartosh, Garby, Lewis and Gray (2003)
summarize these differences by stating that rapists show relatively higher recidivism
rates with shorter follow-up periods, while extrafamilial child molesters show
comparatively higher rates with extended follow-up periods. Recidivism rates are
cumulative, however, and both types of offenders continue to sexually reoffend after
extensive periods of time in the community (Hanson, Steffy & Gauthier, 1993;
Prentky, Lee, Knight & Cerce, 1997).
Another factor affecting reported rates of recidivism is the operational definition
of recidivism used for each study. Using criminal charges, arrests, or convictions can
result in significantly different recidivism rates (Prentky et al., 1997). Access to
thorough and reliable information regarding detected offences will also vary by the
sources of information used and the context within which a study is conducted.
Augmenting arrest and conviction records with additional file information and self-
report can lead to substantial increases in observed rates of sexual reoffending (Abel
et al., 1987; Barbaree & Marshall, 1988). Doren (1998) cites studies indicating that
10% or less of rapes against women are officially reported, while Firestone et al.
(1998) refers to other studies suggesting that as few as 8% of rape victims report
the offence. The observed rates of sexual recidivism reported in most studies are
therefore considered to underestimate the true recidivism rate because of the
underreporting of sexual crimes.
Judicial practices such as plea bargaining can result in offences of a sexual
nature being recorded as non-sexual convictions, thereby affecting the observed rate
of sexual recidivism. Several studies report separate recidivism rates for sexual and
violent reoffending, usually with sexual offences representing a subset of violent
offences (Cann, Falshaw & Friendship, 2004; Ducro & Pham, 2006; Hanson
& Morton-Bourgon, 2007; Nunes, Firestone, Bradford, Greenberg, & Broom, 2002;
Rice & Harris, 1997). Some authors argue that the rates for violent reoffending
may more closely reflect the actual rate of sexual reoffending in their samples
because of the result of plea bargaining and criminal recording procedures (Harris
et al., 2003).
For the purposes of applied actuarial risk assessment, perhaps the most salient
factor contributing to the various recidivism rates reported in the literature is the
composition of the sample in terms of subtypes of sexual offenders. Figures
reported from the meta-analysis conducted by Hanson and Bussie`re (1998)
indicated an average sexual recidivism rate of 18.9% for rapists and 12.7% for
child molesters. Bartosh et al. (2003) more recently reported sexual reoffence rates
of 5% for rapists, 14% for extrafamilial child molesters, 11% for incest offenders,
and 35% for hands-off offenders, using rearrest as evidence of recidivism over a
follow-up period ranging from 60 to 66 months. In a meta-analysis with a total
combined sample of 4724 sexual offenders producing sexual recidivism estimates
for periods of up to 15 years, Harris and Hanson (2004) report that the combined
overall recidivism rates for all offenders (14% after 5 years, 20% after 10 years and
24% after 15 years) were similar to rapists (14%, 21% and 24%) and the combined
group of child molesters (13%, 18% and 23%). Significant differences were
reported, however, between groups of child molesters. Incest offenders (6%, 9%
and 13%) had similar rates to extrafamilial girl-victim child molesters (9%, 13%
542 J. Vess and A. Skelton
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and 16%); both significantly lower than the rates for extrafamilial boy-victim child
molesters (23%, 28% and 35%).
In light of such differences it has been noted that the proportion of various
subgroups of child molesters in the sample composition appears to affect the
observed rates of sexual recidivism across studies (Bartosh et al., 2003). Extrafamilial
child molesters have consistently been found to have higher reoffence rates than
incest offenders, and child molesters with male victims have consistently shown
higher reoffence rates than child molesters with exclusively female victims (Harris &
Hanson, 2004). Bartosh et al. (2003) suggest that these differences may account for
the varying results across studies, with some reporting child molesters to have higher
recidivism rates than rapists (e.g. Prentky et al., 1997), others reporting rapists to
have higher rates than child molesters (e.g. Hanson & Bussie`re, 1998), and yet others
reporting similar rates for rapists and child molesters (e.g. Quinsey, Rice & Harris,
1995). Specifically, Bartosh et al. (2003) note that the proportion of exclusively incest
offenders included in the sample appears to alter the reported rate of sexual
reoffending among the child molester groups, thereby affecting attempts to compare
recidivism rates between child molesters and rapists.
Another caveat to the distinction of offender subtype by choice of victim is that
an unknown number of sexual offenders show evidence of more than one paraphilia
(Abel et al., 1987). Offenders are typically sorted by the nature of their index offence,
but may have different victim types in previous offences, so that classifications based
on the index offence may be misleading (Furby et al., 1989). The premise that sexual
offenders, especially rapists, represent a specialized type of criminal offender has
been debated (Simon, 2000). A recent study by Cann, Friendship, and Gozna (2007)
found that 24.5% of their sample of 1345 adult male sex offenders with multiple
sexual convictions demonstrated crossover on at least one dimension of their victims’
age, gender or relationship (intrafamilial vs extrafamilial) in the course of their
sexual offence history.
It is important to note that reported rates of sexual recidivism have also varied
significantly within offender subtypes. Rates for rapists have been reported as low
as 5% (Bartosh et al., 2003) to 36% at five years (Frisbie & Dondis, 1965, as cited
in Quinsey, Lalumiere, Rice & Harris, 1995). Among child molesters, different
subgroups have shown sexual recidivism rates as low as 3% over three to six years
(Beech, Friendship, Erikson & Hanson, 2002; Craissati & Beech, 2004) up to 43%
over an average follow-up period of four years (Barbaree & Marshall, 1988). The
primary issue of risk assessment is therefore to determine an individual’s level of risk
with greater specificity than is gained by knowledge of an offender’s type of victim.
Actuarial risk assessment instruments have been demonstrated to provide more
specific quantification of risk for sexual reoffending. Bartosh et al. (2003) have
suggested that because of different base rates of sexual recidivism reported for
different types of offenders, it may be necessary to determine the efficacy of an
instrument for specific types of sexual offenders in order to get optimal utility from
actuarial assessment.
Most studies of sexual recidivism have reported results from mixed groups of
offenders. Large meta-analyses by Hanson and colleagues have been based primarily
on studies of mixed groups of adult offenders, with fewer studies that report findings
separately for offenders of a specific victim type (Hanson & Bussie`re, 1998; Hanson
& Morton-Bourgon, 2005). In those studies that have examined rapists and child
Psychology, Crime & Law 543
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molesters separately, the Static-99 has shown relatively consistent levels of predictive
accuracy for different types of sexual offenders. Using ROC analysis, Sjo¨stedt and
La˚ngstro¨m (2001) reported separate rates of predictive accuracy for sexual
reoffending by offender type, as defined by the victim of the index offence, with
an area under the curve (AUC) of 0.69 for rapists and 0.76 for child molesters.
Bartosh et al. (2003) found that for extrafamilial and incest child molesters, the
Static-99 reached significance for sexual reoffending (ROC0.65 and 0.74,
respectively, both pB0.05). For rapists it approached but failed to reach significant
levels (ROC0.71, p0.07), although the authors report that the nature of the
rapist sample may have differed from other studies by including statutory and
spousal rapists. Harris et al. (2003) also reported slightly higher predictive accuracy
for the Static-99 with child molesters (AUC0.65) than with rapists (AUC0.59).
A recent meta-analysis by Hanson and Thornton (2003) reported significant
predictive validity for the Static-99 for sexual recidivism in both child molesters
(AUC0.70) and rapists (AUC0.67).
Another issue is that few studies have reported the distribution of risk scores
obtained for the sexual offenders in their samples. Barbaree, Seto, Langton, and
Peacock (2001) reported a relatively flat distribution of scores on the Static-99 for a
combined sample of extrafamilial child molesters, incest offenders and rapists, but
did not report separate distributions by offender type. Craissati and Beech (2004) did
report separate distributions of Static-99 scores and found 44% of the child molesters
in their study to be in the low risk category, compared to 13% of the rapists.
Conversely, 36% of the rapists were in the medium-high or high range, compared to
18% of the child molesters. It is clear that the wide range of sexual recidivism rates
reported across studies is due in large measure to differences in sample character-
istics associated with risk. It is therefore important to examine the a priori
distribution of risk level assessed for each sample of offenders when reviewing the
rate of sexual reoffending.
Similar to other western countries, current laws in New Zealand allow for the
indefinite detention of sexual offenders, and recent legislation also allows for the
imposition of extended periods of post-release community supervision for high risk
sexual offenders with child victims. This created the need to efficiently screen large
numbers of offenders for their risk of sexual reoffending. As a result of earlier
initiatives, the New Zealand Department of Corrections had already developed
nation-wide electronic databases on the entire offender population going back a
number of years. Efforts were therefore made to utilize variables in these existing
databases that approximated those of the Static-99 to establish rates of reoffending
for sex offenders who had been released to the community. Computerized variables
were available from the New Zealand Departmental Criminal History database to
approximate items from the Static-99 except item six (any unrelated victim), item
seven (any stranger victim), and item 10 (single-ever lived with a lover for at least two
years). Initial findings from the use of this measure, called the Automated Sexual
Recidivism Scale, or ASRS, indicated significant levels of predictive validity for
sexual offenders over follow-up periods of up to 15 years (Skelton, Riley, Wales &
Vess, 2006). The purpose of the current study was to examine the observed sexual
recidivism rates as a function of offender type and actuarial risk as measured by the
ASRS over a 15 year time frame.
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Method
Participants
The cohort for the current study had an average follow up period of 15 years after
release from prison with a range between 13 and 18 years. This sample consisted of
all inmates serving a sentence for a sexual offence who were released from prison
between 1990 and 1995 (n2435). This data set includes 390 of the offenders from
the original Skelton et al. (2006) study of the ASRS. Reoffence data consisted of all
sexual and violent reoffending that had an offence date recorded between the day of
release and 31 December 2007. Offenders were sorted by the type of victims they
had throughout all of their prior sexual convictions. Within the total sample, 868
offenders had histories of sexual offences against only adult victims (35.1% of total
cohort released). There were 1165 offenders (47.2%) with offences only against child
victims under 16 years of age and 402 (16.3%) with both adult and child victims in
their offence histories. Only the first release during the follow-up period was
included. The average age at time of release was 38.4 years. Sentence length ranged
from two months to life and included the indefinite sentence of Preventive
Detention. Information on treatment status was not readily available in the current
databases. However, the period in which the sample was released coincided with the
beginnings of specialized treatment for sexual offenders within the New Zealand
Department of Corrections, so it is likely that few offenders in the current sample
received treatment for sexual offending.
Measures
Automated Sexual Recidivism Scale (ASRS)
The ASRS is an actuarial risk assessment measure derived from information
available in the New Zealand Department of Corrections Criminal History database.
Coding rules were developed to allow electronic retrieval and scoring for the
following seven items: number of unique prior sentencing dates for sexual offences,
total number of unique prior sentencing dates, convictions for non-contact sexual
offences, prior sentences for non-sexual violence, index non-sexual violence, any
convictions for male sexual victims and age. Skelton et al. (2006) reported an AUC
of 0.70 for sexual reoffending in a mixed group of New Zealand sexual offenders
over a 15 year follow-up period. AUC values for other cohorts from that study were
0.75 for a 10 year follow-up sample and 0.78 for a five year follow-up sample. Item
composition, data sources and scoring procedures for the ASRS have been
previously reported (Skelton et al., 2006). The ASRS rating system for assigning
individuals to the four categories of risk reported in the original instrument
development study (low score0, medium-low score12, medium-high score
34 and high score5) was modified into three risk categories (low score0,
medium score13, high score4) for the purposes of this study. This was done
by redefining the previous categories of medium-low, medium-high and high, in light
of the consistently small portion of the population that occupied the high risk
category under the initial categorization scheme.
Psychology, Crime & Law 545
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Procedure
A computer program was written to enable the ASRS to be scored from variables
contained in the Departmental Criminal History database. Data regarding prior
sexual offences and sexual and violent reoffences were also extracted from this
database, which is updated continuously by the Courts Management System
Database. Offenders were compared by categorizing their entire prior offence
histories into one of the following mutually exclusive groups: those with only adult
sexual victims, those with only child sexual victims (further broken down into those
with only female child victims and those with any male child victims), and those with
both adult and child victims. Comparisons were made by categorizing offenders from
each of the prior offence groups by the nature of their sexual reoffences. Type of
sexual reoffence was classified as involving an adult female victim, an adult male
victim, a male child victim, a female child victim, non-contact offences, or a
combination of these.
Results
Recidivism rates
Rates of sexual reoffending over an average 15 year post-release period by those with
only child victims, those with only adult victims, and those with both child and adult
victims (mixed victims) in their offence history are presented according to their level
of actuarial risk in Table 1. The observed recidivism rates for all three groups were
similar. It can be seen that the overall rate of sexual reoffending for each group is
relatively low, but changes substantially between risk categories. The child victim
group has the lowest overall reoffence rate at 11%, but there is rapid linear increase
in the rate of sexual reoffending as the level of actuarial risk increases, ranging from
a 6% rate for the low risk group up to 38% for those in the high risk category.
Table 1. Sexual reoffending rates for child victim, adult victim, and mixed victim offenders by
actuarial risk category.
Risk category Number released Number reoffending Percentage
Child victim
Low 607 38 6.3%
Medium 519 77 14.8%
High 39 15 38.5%
Total 1165 130 11.2%
Adult victim
Low 274 17 6.2%
Medium 536 80 14.9%
High 58 20 34.5%
Total 868 117 13.5%
Mixed victim
Low 134 9 6.7%
Medium 202 38 18.8%
High 66 24 36.4%
Total 402 71 17.7%
546 J. Vess and A. Skelton
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Chi-square analysis indicated that these differences were statistically significant (Chi-
square51.25, pB0.001).
In order to examine the specific nature of sexual reoffending by those with a
history of exclusively child victims, the number of reoffences of various types were
identified. This revealed that 17% of those who had previously offended only against
children had contact sexual reoffences involving adult victims. Those continuing to
sexually offend only against children comprised 76% of the reoffending cohort, while
7% showed only non-contact sexual reoffences.
The sexual reoffending rates for offenders with only adult victims in their offence
histories are similar to those observed for child victim offenders, with an overall
sexual reoffence rate of 13%. The pattern of escalating sexual reoffending rates with
increasing levels of actuarial risk is also similar, with rates of 6% of those in the low
risk group rising to 34% for the high risk group. These differences were statistically
significant (Chi-square29.06, pB0.001). The nature of the sexual reoffences
recorded for those with only adult victims in their offence history was also examined.
These results show that 37% of these 117 offenders had contact sexual reoffences
involving child victims.
The rates of sexual reoffending by actuarial risk category for those with both
adult and child victims in their offence histories are also similar to those groups with
only child or only adult victims by history. The sexual reoffence rates for the low,
medium and high risk groups were significantly different (Chi-square18.88,
pB0.001). An examination of the types of sexual reoffences for this group revealed
that 63% reoffended against child victims, 30% against adult victims, and 7% against
both child and adult victims.
Among offenders with only child victims in their offence histories, the reoffence
rates were examined separately for those with female victims vs male victims. The
sexual reoffence rates for these two groups of child victim offenders by actuarial risk
level are presented in Table 2. Offenders with female child victims showed an overall
reoffence rate of 8%. The low risk category, by far the largest portion of this cohort,
showed a sexual reoffending rate of 6%, while even those in the high risk cate-
gory showed a reoffence rate of only 12% over the study’s follow up period.
Table 2. Sexual reoffending rates for female child victim offenders and male child victim
offenders by actuarial risk category.
Risk category Number released Reoffended Percentage
Female child victims
Low 599 38 6.3%
Medium 330 39 11.8%
High 16 2 12.5%
Total 945 79 8.4%
Male child victims
Low 0  
Medium 143 28 19.6%
High 11 7 63.6%
Total 154 35 22.7%
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These differences by risk category were statistically significant (Chi-square10.58,
pB0.01).
Those with male child victims in their offence history had a higher overall rate of
sexual offending, at almost 23%. The male victim offenders had no one categorized
as low risk, because their prior conviction for an offence against a male victim raised
their risk score beyond the cut-off for this risk category. Within the male victim
group, rates for the medium and high risk categories were significantly different (Cox
F4.70, pB0.01). Nearly 64% of the high risk category of male child victim
offenders recorded reconvictions for sexual offending. This was the highest observed
sexual reoffence rate for any category of offenders, although the small sample size
(n11) limits the significance of this finding.
There are two questions to be addressed in comparing the sexual reoffending of
male child victim and female child victim offenders. One is whether the recidivism
rate of male victim offenders is higher than the recidivism rate of female victim
offenders for equivalent static risk categories. A second question is whether the static
risk factors of the ASRS evaluate the relative risk differently for these two groups of
offenders. To address these questions a Cox regression analysis was conducted. The
first variable entered was ASRS score. This variable was significant (Chi-square
40.25, pB0.001), indicating that higher ASRS scores were associated with higher
reoffending rates for both male and female victim offenders. The second variable
entered was sex of victim. This step resulted in a significant incremental change (Chi-
square9.84, pB0.01), indicating that the recidivism rates were significantly
different for equivalent risk scores between male vs female victim offenders. Finally,
an interaction variable representing ASRS score and victim gender was entered into
the equation. This step did not produce a significant difference (Chi-square1.31),
indicating that the shape of the distributions of the recidivism rates were not
significantly different, and therefore that the ASRS score does not evaluate risk for
reoffending better for male vs female victim offenders.
The nature of sexual reoffending during the follow-up period was also examined
for female child victim and male child victim offenders separately. These results are
presented in Tables 3 and 4. Table 3 shows that 70% of female child victim offenders
who reoffended did so against female children (and an additional 4% had non-
contact offences). This leaves a total of 26% of those reoffending who had an adult
Table 3. Breakdown of sexual reoffence type for female child victim offenders.
Number
reoffending
Percentage of reoffending female
child victim cohort Victim of sexual reoffence
10 12.7% Adult female
1 1.3% Adult male
3 3.8% Adult female and child
female
6 7.6% Child male
1 1.3% Child male and child female
55 69.6% Child female
3 3.8% Non-contact
79 100%
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male or female, or a male child, as victims. Of this subgroup who changed victim
type in their reoffending, most (17% of the total number who reoffended) committed
sexual reoffences that included a female adult. Notably, however, of the 79 offenders
with a history of only female child victims who sexually reoffended, eight (or
approximately 10%) had sexual reoffences that involved a male victim.
Table 4 shows the proportions for various types of sexual reoffending within the
group of reoffenders with histories of offending against male child victims. The
largest portion of those in this subgroup who sexually reoffended did so against
male child victims (63% of those reoffending). An additional 9% reoffended against
both adult and child males. Non-contact reoffences accounted for 11% of this
subgroup. The remaining 17% had sexual reoffences that involved a female adult
or child.
A final set of comparisons was made to examine the rate of combined sexual and
violent reoffending for sexual offenders with histories of adult vs child victims and
both adult and child victims. These results are shown in Table 5. The results indicate
that adult victim sexual offenders are at relatively high risk for violent or sexual
reoffending across all actuarial risk levels as measured by the ASRS. Almost half of
the adult victim group had either a sexual or violent reoffence, ranging from 22% for
the low risk group to over 70% for the mediumhigh risk group. The reoffence rates
among the low, medium and high risk groups of adult victim offenders were
significantly different (Chi-square83.12, pB0.001). The overall rate for sexual and
violent reoffending for adult victim offenders was also significantly higher than the
rate in the child victim group (Cox F2.19, pB0.001). This difference is displayed
graphically in the survival curves for adult and child victim offenders shown
in Figure 1.
Table 5 also shows that for offenders with a history of sexual offending only
against child victims, the overall combined sexual and violent reoffence rate was just
under 25%, ranging from 12% for the low risk group to 53% for the high risk group.
These differences among risk levels within child victim offenders were significant
(Chi-square91.47, pB0.001). A similar combined sexual and violent reoffence rate
is seen for offenders who had a history of both child and adult victims, with an
overall rate of just under 31%, ranging from 17% for the low risk group to 48% for
the high risk group.
Table 4. Breakdown of sexual reoffence type for male child victim offenders.
Number
reoffending
Percentage of reoffending
male child victim cohort Victim of sexual reoffence
1 2.9% Adult female
3 8.6% Child female
3 8.6% Adult male and child male
1 2.9% Adult female and child male
1 2.9% Adult male and child male and female
22 62.8% Child male
4 11.4% Non-contact
35 100%
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ROC analysis
The predictive accuracy of the ASRS with different types of offenders was examined
using ROC analysis. The results of this analysis showed an AUC of 0.64 for the adult
victim cohort (95% CI0.590.70). The AUC was 0.66 for child victim offenders
(95% CI0.610.71). For offenders with a history of female child victims the AUC
was 0.59 (95% CI0.520.66), and for those with a history of male child victims the
AUC was 0.64 (95% CI0.530.77). For offenders with a history of both child and
adult victims the AUC was 0.69 (95% CI0.620.76). The AUC for the entire
sample was 0.67 (95% CI0.640.70).
Table 5. Reoffence rates for contact sexual and violent offending for child victim, adult
victim, and mixed victim (child and adult) offenders by actuarial risk category.
Risk category Number released Reoffended Percentage
Child victim
Low 607 77 12.7%
Medium 519 187 36.0%
High 39 21 53.8%
Total 1165 285 24.5%
Adult victim
Low 274 62 22.6%
Medium 536 294 54.9%
High 58 41 70.7%
Total 868 397 45.7%
Mixed victim
Low 134 23 17.2%
Medium 202 69 34.2%
High 66 32 48.5%
Total 402 124 30.8%
Child victims only
Adult victims only
Cumulative Proportion Surviving (Kaplan-Meier)
Time (years)
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Figure 1. Survival curves of child victim offenders and adult victim offenders for violent and
sexual reoffending.
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Discussion
The observed sexual reoffending rates for the broadest categories in the current study
are consistent with those reported in earlier studies over an average of 15 years after
release from prison. The rates of sexual reoffending for child victim, adult victim,
and mixed victim offenders all followed a similar pattern, with relatively low overall
rates, but substantial elevation in reoffending for the higher risk categories. Within
this overall rate of sexual reoffending, there are important differences in the rates
observed for different types of offenders and different levels of actuarial risk, also
largely consistent with previous research. Offenders with histories of offending
exclusively against female children showed a lower rate of sexual reoffending across
all categories of actuarial risk, in contrast to offenders with histories of offending
against male children, against adults, and against both child and adult victims. These
differences suggest that different subtypes of offenders should be considered
separately when assessing for the risk of sexual reoffending. Actuarial risk
assessment may provide substantially different findings when separate reoffending
rates are available for offenders with different victim types in their offence histories.
The ROC values in the current study were lower than those reported in the
original Skelton et al. (2006) study of the ASRS, especially the AUC for the current
sample of exclusively female victim offenders. Because the AUC is influenced by the
variability in the predictor variable, the selection of subgroups will reduce variability
and result in a lower AUC. The primary purpose of the current study was not,
however, to demonstrate that actuarial classification has different levels of predictive
accuracy for different offence types. The ASRS is limited to those variables that can
be retrieved from existing computerized departmental databases. It was designed to
approximate the Static-99, which was itself designed to predict sexual rather than
violent recidivism (although it has also shown a statistically significant association
with violent offending). More thorough investigation of sexual and violent
reoffending rates by offenders with different types of victims could be accomplished
through use of more comprehensive, individually administered measures, including
those specifically designed to assess risk for violent offending. The advantage of the
use of the ASRS in the current context is that it allows for the classification of large
numbers of offenders by an empirically grounded measure of static risk variables,
resulting in larger sample sizes than could otherwise be achieved.
Relevant findings nevertheless emerge from the current study about the
consistency of victim type. This study isolated those groups of offenders who had
histories of offending against a particular type of victim, determined by an
consideration of their entire offence history, and examined the nature as well as
the rate of sexual reoffending. The current findings indicate that substantial
proportions of sexual offenders do not reoffend ‘true to type’. Those with histories
of offending exclusively against children were more consistent in their reoffence
victims, but 17% of those reoffending had adult victims in their sexual reoffences.
Rapists were much less consistent, with 37% of those who sexually reoffended doing
so against child victims.
The sex of victims changed infrequently for offenders previously offending
against female children, but 17% of offenders against males by history reoffended
against females, compared to 10% changing from female to male victims. These are
relatively small but important patterns, as they challenge assumptions that might be
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made about the consistency of sexual offence types over an offender’s career, and the
risk associated with a categorization based on the index offence.
Consideration of the broader risk to the safety of others represented by a
combination of sexual and violent reoffending leads to other important differences.
Almost half of those with a history of sexual offending exclusively against adults
reoffended in a sexual or violent way. Even in the low risk group more than one in
five has a sexual or violent reoffence, while over 70% of adult victim sexual offenders
in the high risk group reoffended either sexually or violently. It appears from these
findings that sexual offenders against adults are a generally dangerous group.
Those with histories of sexual offending against children showed somewhat lower
combined rates of sexual and violent offending. The overall rate of sexual offenders
with child victims who reoffended sexually or violently was only about half the rate
observed for sexual offenders with adult victims. So while over half of the high risk
group of child victim sex offenders reoffended sexually or violently, child victim sex
offenders appear to present less of an overall risk to general public safety than sex
offenders against adults.
These findings have implications for both the clinical practice of risk assessment
and the development of public policy. Actuarial based risk assessment clearly
distinguished among different subgroups of offenders in terms of their subsequent
rates of sexual reoffending, with some subgroups demonstrating dramatically higher
rates than others. Some sexual offender legislation applies to all sexual offenders (e.g.
many Sexually Violent Predator laws in the United States), while some are specific to
certain types of offenders (e.g. Extended Supervision of sexual offenders against
children in New Zealand). The current study demonstrates that there are various
degrees of inconsistency in the type of sexual reoffending observed even for offenders
with a history of offending exclusively against one type of victim. It was found that
over a third of those who had only adult victims by history and then sexually
reoffended following release from prison did so against a child. This suggests that
policies intended to protect children from sexual victimization may be missing an
important source of risk if they do not include rapists among those who are
potentially subject to the provisions of the relevant legislation.
A broader concern is that most legislation concerning sexual offenders focuses
exclusively on the risk for sexual reoffending. It has been noted that officially
recorded rates of sexual crimes are likely to substantially under-represent the actual
frequency of this type of offending, and that the effects of plea bargaining may
distort the rates of sexual and violent offending when sexual offences are reduced to
charges of non-sexual assault in order to gain more expedient convictions. The issue
of under-reporting and low conviction rates for sexual offences are likely to effect the
findings of studies conducted in New Zealand to a similar degree as other western
societies. However, there is not an established practice of plea bargaining in the
criminal justice system here, so that sexual and violent crimes are consistently likely
to be charged and tried as distinct types of offending. The current findings suggest
that some groups of sexual offenders, particularly those who have offended against
adults, present a substantial risk for violent as well as sexual reoffending. It appears
therefore that much of the current legislation concerning sexual offenders is
selectively focused on only one type of predictable risk to the public safety. Given
the massive costs associated with these legislative initiatives, and the harm done by
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violent as well as sexual offending, it may be worth reconsidering policies that focus
only on sexual offence risk.
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